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Governing Kansas,  
1966 to 1986

Editor’s Introduction

To say that Kansas was and is a Republican state seems 
a truism. The GOP emerged in reaction to the founding of 
Kansas Territory on the principal of popular sovereignty, 
which reopened the possibility for the westward expan-
sion of slavery in the mid-1850s, and Kansas, the party of 
Lincoln, and the nation have been inextricably linked ever 
since.1 Nevertheless, partisan politics have always been vi-
tal in the Sunflower State, and although at times the most 
intense political contests have been internecine, always the 
Kansas Democratic Party has been a factor in this “rock-
ribbed Republican” state.

Kansas has delivered its electoral votes to only four dif-
ferent Democratic presidential candidates in its history, sent 
only two Democrats to the U.S. Senate after the politically 
tumultuous Populist years of the late nineteenth century, 
and been without a Republican controlled legislature only 
on very, very rare occasions. But especially since World War 
II, the two-party system has been more dynamic than might 
appear with only a cursory glance, and one big exception 
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to apparent Republican hegemony—clearly demonstrated 
in this issue—has been at the top of the statehouse ticket. 
A Kansas Democrat has occupied the governor’s office for 
twenty-nine of the last fifty-one years, and five of the state’s 
ten chief executives during that time have been members of 
the Kansas Democratic Party.2

Fifty years ago, in the wake of the first Governor Dock-
ing’s reelection and, from the Republican perspective, a 
generally disastrous election night, pundits predicted the 
demise of GOP hegemony in Kansas. In addition to the 
governorship, the Democratic Party captured three of six 
congressional seats, won four other statewide offices, in-
cluding lieutenant governor, and narrowly missed tak-
ing over the state house of representatives. Then Attorney 
General John Anderson, Jr., liberated the statehouse from 
George Docking and the Democrats in 1960 and Republi-
can fortunes improved, but Democrats staged a comeback 
of sorts with the election of Robert Docking in 1966—mak-
ing William H. Avery a one-term Republican. The younger 
Docking “proved himself to be a master practitioner of the 1. See, among others, Nicole Etcheson’s Bleeding Kansas: Contested Lib-
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electoral arts,” linking his four-term administration with 
the curious, but apparently effective, slogan “austere but 
adequate” and fixing his own image “in the citizen’s mind 
as a tightfisted man with the public dollar.”3

“During the Dockings’ era (1956–1974), Democrats 
became increasingly competitive in the legislature,” as 
well, concluded political scientists Alan Cigler and Bur-
dett Loomis. “The post-Watergate election of 1976 elevated 
statehouse Democrats to overall levels of success that they 
have roughly maintained ever since.”4 John W. Carlin, a Sa-
line County Democrat first elected to the lower house of the 
state legislature in 1970, was, of course, a beneficiary of this 
turn of electoral events. Elected speaker of the new Demo-
cratic house of representatives for the 1977–1978 term, Car-
lin was perfectly situated for a run for the governor’s office 
in 1978. His reflections on Kansas government and legisla-
tive and executive politics are featured in this issue in the 
third installment of Kansas History’s series of gubernato-
rial interviews, edited by Bob Beatty, associate professor of 
political science at Washburn University. Carlin speaks to 
issues such as the high cost of energy, the severance tax, 
capital punishment, and education. “Carlin was very much 
an activist governor who sought change when he felt it was 
needed and was willing to fight for the changes he wanted,” 
writes Beatty in the introduction. “Carlin’s two terms as 
governor were served with Republican legislatures, so the 
Democratic governor had to be politically adroit, flexible, 
and convincing to muster the majorities needed to get his 
programs passed.” When the legislature said no, however, 
Carlin was not averse to taking his case to the people—a 
tactic he used to great effect in 1982.5

The premature death of former Governor Bob Docking 
in October 1983 precluded his inclusion in the interview 

project that serves as the basis for our series. Fortunately, 
however, some excellent scholarship already exists, and so 
we reached into the journal’s archive to redo Joel Paddock’s 
fine article from 1994, “The Gubernatorial Campaigns of 
Robert Docking, 1966–1972.” Paddock, a professor of politi-
cal science at Missouri State University, found that during 
these turbulent years the state’s electoral politics, like those 
nationally, were in flux. In Kansas, Robert Docking “epito-
mized a new style of electoral politics” that slowly replaced 
the historical dominance of the Republican Party with “a 
more competitive two-party politics in which individual 
political entrepreneurs ran candidate-centered campaigns. 
. . . Like many Democratic officeholders who survived and 
even flourished during a period of growing Republican 
dominance of presidential politics, Docking fashioned an 
electoral strategy that appealed to an increasingly indepen-
dent electorate. Ironically,” concludes Professor Paddock, 
“this increasingly independent electorate contributed to 
greater two-party competition in Kansas during the 1970s 
and beyond.”6

Between the second Governor Docking, who chose not 
run for a fifth term in 1974, and Governor Carlin served Bob 
Bennett, who presided over—as president of the senate and 
governor—a state government in transition. Despite his im-
pressive resume and accomplishments, however, Bennett’s 
tenure was cut short. One might argue that in this new era 
of Kansas politics his experience confirms the Paddock the-
sis, which puts a premium on style and personality and em-
phasizes the importance of the individual political entre-
preneur who runs a “candidate-centered campaign” over 
the traditional politician whose strategy relies on party loy-
alty and organization. Governor Bennett’s death at age sev-
enty-three in October 2000 also precluded his inclusion in 
the gubernatorial interview project, but he had the oppor-
tunity to reflect on his term as Kansas governor for publica-
tion shortly before he left office. We have included excerpts 
from this interview, first published by the National Gover-
nors’ Association, as the second of three articles that make 
up the heart of this special issue of Kansas History.7
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Kansas in the 1960s through the mid-1980s was governed by a very capable, interesting cast of five characters—three Republicans and two Demo-
crats. Each of these governors, in his own way, met the challenges of his day. One such challenge is presented here by Kansas college students in a 
reinterpretation of the famous territorial period epithet, “Bleeding Kansas.” Invoking “Pleading Kansas” during the tumultuous Vietnam era, the 
protesters appeal for state and national lawmakers to stop the killing, end the war, and bring Kansas and American troops home. The immediate 
cause of the scene above, which took place on the statehouse steps in front of a couple thousand assembled demonstrators from various Kansas col-
leges and universities on May 13, 1970, was the recent U.S. invasion of Cambodia on April 30 and the Kent State shootings on May 4. Governor 
Bob Docking and Lieutenant Governor Jim DeCoursey both addressed the students from the capitol’s south steps. Although the Lawrence Journal-
World reported some heckling, the paper also reported that the demonstration was controlled and peaceful, and DeCoursey remembered the students 
being, for the most part, well behaved and courteous.



With his “involuntary” retirement in 1979, Bob Bennett 
joined Bill Avery on a very, very short list of twentieth-cen-
tury Kansas Republican governors to be denied a second 
term. By all accounts, their lack of success politically did not 
reflect negatively on their administrations’ efforts to deliver 
good government to the people of Kansas. Indeed, Kansas 
in the 1960s through the mid-1980s was governed by a very 
capable, interesting cast of five characters—three Republi-
cans and two Democrats. As we discovered in the two pre-
vious interviews with John Anderson and William Avery, 
and as will be apparent in this issue’s pieces on Docking, 
Bennett, and Carlin, these governors differed in personal-
ity and on some issues of policy, but it is safe to conclude 
that they shared in common a commitment to Kansas and 
Kansans. A better understanding of their administrations 
and the various issues they confronted is critical to our un-
derstanding of the recent Kansas past.

From the right-to-work and school district unification 
to the right to life and capital punishment; the civil rights 
movement, including race relations and the ERA (Equal 
Right Amendment), to rural depopulation, health care, and 
senior citizens; the severance tax, nuclear energy, and the 
environment to liquor by the drink and legalized gambling 
(casinos, state lottery, and parimutual betting), the last half 
century, no less than the first (1854–1904), has been an im-
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portant, dynamic period in Kansas history. In one way or 
another, state government has been intimately involved in 
all of these issues and more, and one could argue that Kan-
sas really has been—or could be studied as—“America in 
microcosm.”8 Unlike the earlier period, however, the state’s 
more recent past has not yet been the focus of much schol-
arly attention. Some good beginnings have been made, but 
much remains to be done. It is our hope that this special 
issue, which continues our gubernatorial series, will stimu-
late discussion and perhaps encourage new scholarship fo-
cusing on social, economic, and political developments in 
Kansas during the decades since World War II.9


